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The current avian Influenza outbreak in Asia deserves our serious attention because of its
harmftul effects to respective nation’s economy and, more importantly, on the health of the
people in the region, a number of people have died as a result of this disease, and many more
are at risk.

Al long as avian influenza still circulate among poultry animals and wild birds, there are
always risks of future outbreak. The virus is unstable. The risk of re-assortment 1s high and
can result in more pathogenic viruses that are easily transmissible. If such re-aassortment
occurs, the world will face a pandemic with enormous social and economic consequences
and severe threats to human health security.

Theretfore, we need to be better prepared. We need better strategies and action plans to
avert the risk. Accordingly, from now, in the months and years ahead, we hope that you
will all share your visions and will join hands together with us to prevent and fight against
this disease within the frame of National Avian Influenza and Pandemic Preparedness Plan
2006-2010.

The National Committee for the control of communicable diseases has been doing all it can
to formulate, develop a comprehensive strategic plan for the prevention and control of avian
influenza outbreak. However, to be sure, the Committee cannot fight the outbreak alone.
We need more cooperation with various sectors, with our colleagues, including affected
and non-affected countries, the UN system including International Organizations, NGO,
INGos, consumer groups, individual experts, authorities as well as local authorities in order
to implement eftectively the National Avian Influenza Control and Pandemic Preparedness
2006-2010..

Vientiane, 17 May 2006
Minister of Health
Vice Chair of National Committee for the
Control of Communicable Diseases

Nr. Ponmek DALALOY
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Laos reported its first and only wave of avian influenza (H5N1) outbreaks in the poultry
population in early 2004. It began in mid-January and ended on March 4th 2004. During
this period, a total of 45 outbreaks were reported: 42 in commercial enterprises (includ-
ing 38 in Vientiane Capital, 5 in Champasak and 2 in Savannakhet) and only 3 in villages.
However, it is suspected that more outbreaks occurred in rural areas, but were either not
detected or not reported. A total of approx. 155,000 poultry died of disease (one-third) or
were culled (two-thirds) during the outbreak. No human cases were reported.1 The Minis-
try of Agriculture and Forestry estimates that the investigation, response and management
of these outbreaks cost approximately 4 millions dollars.

Laos is a landlocked country that shares its border with the countries most affected by the
recent HSN1 outbreaks, namely Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia and China. These borders
are largely permeable with legal and illegal crossing of food products, animals and people.
Two-thirds of the country is mountainous which leads to remoteness and difficulty in com-
munication, transport, service provision and development. 2

The country has a population about 5,609,997 with the majority living in rural and remote
areas. 3 It is divided into 16 provinces, Vientiane Capital and 1 special zone, 141 districts
and 10,553 villages. 3 The population is ethnically varied with 47 distinct ethnic groups
with different languages and cultures. Per capita average income is $ 375, and Lao PDR is
thus classed among the Least Developed Countries (LDCs). 4

The poultry population of Laos is of about 20 million, 80% are owned by subsistence farm-
ers in all provinces. Village poultry are mostly for personal family consumption (eggs and
meat) with little local marketing and distribution. The remaining 20% are held in more than
120 commercial enterprises serving the larger urban populations namely Vientiane, Luang
Prabang, Champasak and Savannakhet. 1



Laos has one of the lowest health spending in Asia with about $12 per capita, with more
than half disbursed by households for drugs and user fees.2

Vientiane Capital has 4 referral and 3 specialized hospitals and each province has one pro-
vincial hospital (including 4 regional hospitals). There are 125 district hospitals and 789
health centers distributed across the country.2 Many health facilities have insufficient pro-
fessional medical and administrative staff, limited essential drugs and fundamental equip-
ment. 5 Specifically, in most hospitals, there are insufficient isolation rooms, the absence
of adequate equipments for patients with severe respiratory diseases (e.g. ventilators) and
no incinerators to dispose of dangerous infectious materials.

There is an absolute shortage of health workers compounded by maldistribution with most
workers living in urban areas. Also, the skill level of health care workers tends to be low.
5 There are about 14,000 village health volunteers (VHV) who are or have been working
on various programs such as the malaria and the drug-kit programs. Their training is very
limited and variable (from a few days to 6 weeks).

The current surveillance system in Laos is organized as follows: the National Center for
Laboratory and Epidemiology (NCLE), located in Vientiane, is supported by 18 provincial
surveillance units (PSU) and 141 district health offices (DHO). The NCLE plays the roles
of surveillance, case and outbreak investigation, and response and research. The NCLE
acts also as a public health (PH) lab and a national reference lab. A total of 29 permanent
staff work at the NCLE. Among them, 10 trained staff in epidemiology and public health
are in charge of the surveillance and control of 16 communicable diseases.5 Influenza,
avian influenza and influenza-like-illness (ILI) are currently not part of the reportable dis-
eases, although adding them is in process.

The PSU has an average of 2-4 staff with variable levels of training. The district level staff
are generally not qualified in epidemiology, have to carry out many public health programs
and work also at the district hospital.5 The health centers (HC) and some district health
offices (DHO) do not have functioning means of communication (telephone, fax, radio),
so they have difficulty to report in a timely fashion any health event to the higher level.
Because of the general lack of capacity, the NCLE staff often have to conduct outbreak
investigation and response throughout the country, leaving no time for other tasks.5

The laboratory structure is similar with the PH lab at the NCLE, 4 central labs in Vientiane
and 4 regional, 13 provincial and 125 district level laboratories. Even though the NCLE act
as the PH and the national reference lab, it does not currently have the capacity to perform
influenza diagnosis. It does not achieve bio-safety level (BSL) 2 status. Suspected Al



specimens have to be shipped to a neighboring country for testing and then on to reference
laboratories for confirmation.

The overall performance of the national and peripheral lab are relatively low due to inade-
quate (i) human resources (insufficient number of trained lab technicians) and (ii) financial
resources (insufficient of equipment and supply of reagents).

With the NCLE, the U.S. Naval Medical Research Unit (NAMRU-2) has implemented a
computerized reporting system, It is a symptom-based surveillance system that collects
data on a daily basis from the outpatient and emergency rooms and sent to the NCLE. How-
ever, only monthly reports are produced. 4 These data are not used to their full capacity.

There is no seasonal influenza vaccine program in Laos and the routine EPI immunization
coverage rates have been falling in recent years to about 45% for DPT3.2

In response to the SARS crisis in SE Asia in 2003 and Al in 2004, there was the establish-
ment of the National Coordination Committee on Communicable Diseases (NCCCD) un-
der the order (no.02)/decree (no.17) of Prime Minister in early 2004, the Secretariat of the
NCCCD members from 14 Ministries and the Communicable Disease Control (CDC) Task
Force (technical staff from the Ministry of Health (MoH) and the Ministry of Agriculture
and Forestry (MAF)). In comparison to the response to SARS in 2003, the response of the
MoH to the outbreak of Al in 2004 seemed to be much better planned and structured.5 A
new decree (n0.377), which was issued in December 2005, will give more authority to
the National Committee on Communicable Disease Control (CDC) and will be chaired
directly by the Prime Minister.

There has been a chronic shortage of veterinarians serving Lao agriculture and no veteri-
nary college presently exists. Of a total of 69 fully qualified veterinarians, 12 are employed
at the Department of Livestock and Fisheries (DLF) main office at Vientiane, Lao P.D.R.
Approximately 893 government personnel are involved in animal production and animal
disease control programs at the national, provincial and district levels. There are a total of
785 livestock officers located at 12 provincial livestock offices. Laos currently has 5177
active village veterinary workers (VVW) distributed in over 11,180 villages who are re-
sponsible for administering animal health services for cattle, buffalo, pigs (50%), dogs and
cats (30%), poultry (20%).6

The level of surveillance for highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) since the last re-
ported case has been variable. The last positive case of HPAI occurred in March 2004.
From May to November 2004 DLF and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) conducted a survey of randomly selected backyard chicken flocks
in all 18 provinces. No HPAI virus was detected. A modest level of surveillance has been
undertaken since that time with no further detection of HPAI virus.7



Laboratory capacity for the national government is a major constraint to improved surveil-
lance for HPAI. FAO has supported the purchase of essential equipment required to detect
HPAI for the National Animal Health Center (NAHC) in Vientiane. The laboratory staff
was trained on test methods just mentioned as well as quality assurance and bio-safety and
bio-containment procedures. Some personal protective equipment (PPE) is available and
shared between the MAF and MoH. 7

A public awareness campaign was carried out during and following the outbreak period
and included distribution of leaflets to provincial and district animal field officers to farms
and villages in Vientiane. In addition, radio and televisions messages were developed and
broadcast in Vientiane. Several booklets and handouts were also produced to educate bird
owners and VVW on the signs of HPAI and preventive measures such as bio-security. 7

In 2005, a few Agriculture Ministerial Orders (0012, 0075,1067) and Department Order
(172 ) were issued to ban the importation of poultry and poultry products from neighbor-
ing countries with HPAIL.

The plan, which will span over a period of 5 years, from 2006 to 2010, was developed by
the Government of Lao P.D.R. with the technical assistance of a UN inter-Agency team .
It combines animal and human health interventions and encompasses the prevention and
control of Al in Laos as well as the preparedness and response in case of an influenza pan-
demic.

It is based on the 5 following strategies:

Strategy 1: Development of Disease free avian influenza management
Strategy 2: Disease surveillance and Response in Humans during outbreak
Strategy 3: Laboratory and Curative Care

Strategy 4: Health education and Community Action

Strategy 5: Strengthening of Institutional and Legal Frameworks

The newly created Communicable Diseases Control Secretariat endorsed the Plan on Janu-
ary 9, 2006. It was then decided that the Strategy 1 would be under the leadership of the
MAPF, Strategies 2 & 3 under the MoH, Strategy 4 under the Ministry of Information and
Culture and finally Strategy 5, under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This demonstrates
clearly the multi-sectoral approach of the Plan.

The plan has been developed with a 5-year timeframe that has been prioritized according
to short and long term needs (see Table I). However estimates of the 3-year needs have also
been calculated (see Tables II and III).

'The UN inter-Agency team is composed of representatives of the N Resident coordination office, WHO,
FAO, UNICEF and the WB.
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To prevent and control HPAI in backyard and commercial poultry, a number of messages
have to be disseminated to the general population, VVW, poultry producers and fighting
cock owners on safer practices such as separation of human and poultry living areas, reduc-
ing the mixing of various avian species, movement control of poultry and safe slaughter-
ing practices. Incentives (such as compensation) are needed to promote cooperation with
culling of poultry affected by HPAI. Preparedness and contingency planning is needed to
develop compensation schemes, regulations and outbreak response plans.

In order to have rapid detection, response and investigation of Al outbreaks, it is necessary
for provincial, district and village level to be trained in implementing an early detection/
early warning human resource network. Present laboratory capacity does not match cur-
rent and future demands for accurate and rapid testing for HPAI and will require funding
to expand laboratory space, upgrade the bio-safety level, increase training and develop
molecular methods. Improved data quality is required to better define HPAI outbreaks and
trends. The result will be improved policies based on sound field data.

In the long term, there is a need to support the creation of a Veterinary school so the exper-
tise required to direct and implement the National Plan and to have a sustainable national
animal health system is available.

To determine trends over time, detect any unusual rates of influenza and to identify groups
at risk, the implementation of an influenza surveillance system, as part of the routine week-
ly surveillance, is needed as soon as possible. Surveillance data will also help guide pre-
vention and control strategies. Both laboratory and symptoms-based (influenza-like-illness
(ILI)) surveillance are necessary. Initially, the influenza surveillance will be implemented
as a pilot-project in 3 hospitals located in Vientiane and then in the other provincial hospi-
tals.

The expansion of the current hospital and symptoms-based system “EWORS” to all pro-
vincial hospitals could also be useful for timely detection of unusual events including un-
usual severity/outcomes and clustering. However, the data needs to be more meaningful
and timely and be integrated with the national routine surveillance system.

Moreover, the integration of human and animal health surveillance data is crucial to follow
the progress of the disease geographically and over time.



An early warning system (EWS) has to be put in place quickly by using the current hospital
and public health channels but also reports of rumors from the village health volunteers
(VHV), general public, NGOs, embassies, etc. To this effect, education and training of
VHYV to detect and report any unusual health events will be done as part of the National
AI/PI communication strategy (see Strat. 4). Decentralization of verification of rumors,
outbreak investigation and response through the training of provincial and district rapid re-
sponse teams (RRT) across the country is desirable. Joint human and animal investigation
through these RRT is proposed. Increasing the surveillance and laboratory capacity of the
country is critically needed and should be done before a pandemic hits.

Planning and guidelines on PH measures to be undertaking in case of an Al outbreak or a
pandemic will be done by a group of PH experts but will be integrated within the Health
pandemic influenza preparedness plan (see sectoral plan- Strat.5).

The capacity for accurate and timely detection of AI/PI would depend on appropriate col-
lection, handling and transportation of specimens from the local/district/provincial level to
the national level and the appropriate testing at the NCLE. Guidelines have to be devel-
oped and training done for the field workers and lab technicians to ensure bio-safety. In
the short-term, the national reference/PH lab has to be upgraded to have the capacity to
identify influenza virus using techniques that do not require virus propagation (BSL2) and
in the long-term, to have sufficient BSL to perform virus isolation. This has to be coupled
with provision of appropriate diagnostic equipments (e.g. PCR machines), reagents and
provision of appropriate PPE.

rative care capacity in temporary facilities and determining essential activities to be main-
tained in existing facilities during a pandemic is also needed.

In the case of an Al outbreak or a pandemic, health care workers (HCW) will be the front
line dealing with the sick people. It is to be expected that a substantial proportion of HCW
will become ill. Their role will be crucial and they need to be trained in infection control
interventions/practices in order to adequately protect themselves and their patients. Train-
ing will need to be paired with provision of PPE and appropriate isolation room and equip-
ment.

Clinical guidelines on triage, appropriate investigation of suspected cases, recommended
treatments, necessity for hospitalization/ ICU and for the management of mass fatalities
need to be developed and HCW need to be trained adequately. Rapid reporting of any
suspected case to the public health authorities will be required. Planning for expanding cu-
rative care capacity in temporary facilities and determining essential activities to be main-
tained in existing facilities during a pandemic is also needed.



Al has raised a lot of concern in the population. The prevention and containment of Al can-
not be done without involving the community. For this reason it is essential that effective
and widespread awareness about Al is propagated in the community with an explanation
of the steps necessary to contain the disease. The messages will be mainly disseminated
through the existing mass community organizations such as the Lao Women Union, the
Buddhist organization. Some school outreach will be done through the existing systems
such as the Blue Box Program. Moreover, the mass media, particularly the radio, will assist
in broadcasting those key messages. The messages need to be adapted to the current knowl-
edge, attitudes and practices of the populations and need to be culturally sensitive.

The MoH and MAF should work closely together for the consistency of their messages
and avoid duplication. As mentioned earlier, the MAF with the support of FAO has already
done a lot of work in this field. It was suggested that the village health volunteers (VHV)
be trained in part jointly with the veterinarian village workers (VVW), so the messages
communicated to the community are consistent and that collaboration between them is
initiated. The village workers will also be trained to look for and report any unusual health
events in the poultry and human population.

Some preparedness activities will be undertaken. For example, the Information/Educa-
tion/Communication task force established for the development and implementation of the
above AI/PI Communication Strategy will also work jointly with the CDC Secretariat on
developing/testing messages in pre-pandemic period.

While efforts to strengthen surveillance, outbreak investigation and response, curative care
and mobilization of the population continue, the risk of a potentially imminent pandemic
must be recognized. This is why the development of a comprehensive Pandemic prepared-
ness and response plan is crucial.

The strengthening of the CDC Secretariat by the new decree is likely to increase its capac-
ity and decision-making power. In a crisis, it is important to have a recognized leader. In
the same manner, one Communication/information unit is key during a pandemic to have
consistent messages, control what will be said and address false rumors. Training in risk
communication for the identified spokespersons is important. Key messages and materials
dealing with what the government is doing to cope with the situation and what the public
can do to protect themselves and their families/co-workers will be developed and tested.

Thedevelopmentandtestingofpandemic preparedness andresponse plansatnational,sectoral
and provincial levels will be done. The involvement of NGO and private stakeholders is
needed.



Stockpiles of PPE, antivirals and other medicines and supplies will be done. Planning for
vaccination, if vaccines become available, will be made.

An appropriate legal framework to support surveillance/reporting and PH measures consis-
tent with the new International Health Regulations (2005) needs to be developed.

Finally, donor coordination will be crucial considering the number of donors involved in
this undertaking.

The Annex 1 is the core of this plan and provides the detailed activities within each mea-
sure and strategy, their priority level and timeline, their estimated cost, the existing com-
mitment of donors and the potential partners for their implementation.

Under the priority/timeline column:

1 * means that the activity is a priority; it must be done

2 absence of * means that the activity is important but will be carried out if money,
human resource, time 1s available

3 ST: short-term means that the activity will be implemented in the first year of the
plan and could be completed either the first or second or will be ongoing thereafter.

4 LT: long-term means that the activity will be implemented between yr 2 to year 5 of
the plan.

Conclusion

In developing this plan, Laos has already made a great step forward. The outline of where
Laos wants to be and how to get there in a relatively short period of 5 years is now com-
pleted. The next steps include securing appropriate funding and detailed implementation
of the outlined plan.
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National Avian Influenza Control and Pandemic Preparedness Plan



